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Using FunDza stories as a model for writing 

Despite early exposure to literacy in the form of storytelling, either fiction and fairy 

tales or traditional oral stories, many school learners and even adults struggle to 

produce works of creative writing. Andrews and Smith (2011) states that the reason 

for disengagement and negative attitude towards writing is because school writing 

lacks relevance which fails to engage and motivate learners. I believe this to be true, 

and for my Master’s Dissertation, I used the FunDza stories as a model for a 

multimodal writing intervention. Literacy is expanding beyond the textual mode and 

breaking linguistic boundaries, but in most schools, literacy still tends to be 

monomodal and monolingual which is problematic for South African literacy 

education. 

The aim of this intervention was to explore the impact that multimodal composition 

could have on creative writing and the texts that they produce. A key element of this 

research was to use the resources that the learners bring into the classroom to work 

with both multimodal and multilingual repertoires. I aimed to use a culturally relevant 

pedagogy by drawing on literature by Ladson-Billings (1995) and Paris and Alim 

(2014) to include aspects of social, economic and cultural identities.  

My research design consisted of a qualitative case study. I conducted my research 
at an urban school and specifically focused on the English Home Language 

classroom despite English not being the Home Language of these learners’. The 

participants included one grade 7 class which was inclusive of 20 learners, all aged 

12-13 years old. All of these learners were of black racial background and 

multilingual speakers (English, isiZulu, isiXhosa and Totsitaal). These learners 

represented lower to middle income households which reflected in their writing. 
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The textual intervention: 

I began the textual intervention by modelling two stories from the FunDza website. 
These were titled “A pact with the devil” by Tsepang Mohlakoana and “On the run” 

by Saleha Ismail. These stories were read aloud as a class followed by a discussion 

of the writing elements such as cliff-hangers, character voice, language usage and 

plot development. The participants were instructed to form groups of 5 and construct 

a short story of 500 – 600 words in length. They were told to write about an 

experience that they encountered or one that has occurred within their community. 

They were given structured freedom (Mendelowitz, 2016) to make use of any topic 

and language in the form of code-switching or translanguaging.  

The stories produced were similar in topic to those on the FunDza site. All of the 

stories were inclusive of socio-economic topics such as death, rape, domestic 

abuse, substance abuse, violence and bullying. All of the stories produced were 

written solely in standard English despite given the opportunity to make use of 

multilingualism and informal language. This indicated anglo-normative ideologies 

(Makoe and McKinney, 2014) as the learners’ associated written text with the 

English language as they perceived that this was the “correct” way to write. Another 

reason for this association was due to the learners’ being schooled to read and write 

in English and not any other language despite their oral proficiency in a range of 

local languages.  

The textual stories were creative in terms of content, language, characters and plot. 

However, they all lacked the core elements of FunDza writing such as character 

voice, character and plot development, making use of cliff hangers and a coherent 

conclusion to the stories. Despite writing for a youth centred audience, each group 

could not refrain from writing for the purpose of assessment and the educator as the 

audience. This impacted their imagination and development of ideas due to wanting 

to list a range of facts instead of exploring and developing each idea fully. The 

stories were intentionally not shared with the class in order to grasp their reactions in 

the next part of the intervention. 
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The multimodal intervention: 

I began the multimodal intervention by modelling the visual, audio and kinaesthetic 
mode by showing the class examples of each mode and discussed the elements of 

it. I instructed them to join their groups once again and transduce their textual story 

into any one of the modes that were illustrated to them. Excitement filled the room 

and they immediately began acting out scenes from their texts. As I walked around 

the class to facilitate, many of the groups stated that they did not have resources 

available to transduce their stories into a visual or audio mode. This indicated to me 

that while multimodality is not reliant on technology, a lack of resources such as 

magazines, pencils and a recording instrument can restrict exploration of certain 

modes. Three of the groups chose to do a drama performance and one group done 

a rap song. These were presented to the class. 

The performance genre displayed vivid and exciting performances in comparison to 

the textual stories. It created engagement by the performers as well as the audience 

who engaged through whispers, laughs and sounds of approval or disapproval. 

Creative elements such as props and imagery were used which added to meaning. 

For example, empty alcohol bottles were collected and lined up during one of the 

performances and as the character stumbled across the room, the audience was 

able to identify that the character was drunk. In the performances, I was able to 

identify the beginnings of a social awareness and critical literacy as all of the stories 

included power relations and interrogation of inequalities such as addressing 

domestic violence, bullying and rape issues that occurred regularly in their 

communities.  

Language usage involved multilingualism through translanguaging (Makalela, 2013). 

The performers spoke a range of different languages simultaneously as depicted in 

local television soapies. They made use of minimal English which indicated to me 

that the performance genre generated multilingualism through the use of oral modes. 

This added a local element to storytelling and created a link between in and out of 

school language practices.  

Identity writing was used as a form of culturally responsive pedagogy (Ladson-

Billings, 1995). This created a motivation for writing as the learners were engrossed 
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and excited to tell stories about themselves and their communities as the classroom 

served as a safe space to explore and express issues that were relatable and 

important to them. It was a new experience for them as they are usually asked to 

write about topics such as a holiday or pet, which in most cases is not appropriate as 

majority of these learners’ have never been on a holiday due to financial constraints. 

The use of identity writing allowed the learners to share their experiences and 

cultures with each other which led to cultural appreciation. While it was great for 

most learners, there was one who stated that he did not enjoy this series of lessons 

as the performance genre became too realistic by bringing to life events that he was 

trying to forget. This is an element of identity writing that needs to be considered 

when selecting modes of presentation as the realistic nature of some modes may 

impact the participation, engagement and emotions of some learners.  

 

Conclusion: 

The FunDza website was a great model to generate stories of identity writing and to 

expose the learners’ to a local online writing platform which has the impact to 

generate life-long readers and writers. It was interesting to see the transformation 

from the textual to multimodal stories and the different meaning that were conveyed 

by each mode. My conclusion of this intervention is that pedagogy requires a shift 

towards multimodality. This provides a link between in and out of school literacy 

practices which can make learning relatable and create a motivation for literacy. This 

intervention created cognitive development and thinking as the performances 

required creativity through symbolism and imagery (Vygotsky, 2004). I have 

identified new levels of engagement amongst learners’, new content learning and 

cognitive and conceptual understanding of content and context (Miller and McVee, 

2012). Performance modes can encourage the use of multilingualism provided that 

the task allows for it. The learners were ‘free’ and confident when using multilingual 

practices.  

The writing intervention inspired creativity to explore new modes by using resources 

that were accessible to them such as language, their environment and classroom 

materials. It provided the opportunity to re-think and re-imagine resources as a form 
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of transformation (Miller and McVee, 2012). A culturally responsive pedagogy in the 

form of identity writing can be an asset used in the writing class. It provides 

engagement, relevance and motivation for writing. This research was a call for all 

educators to question if their pedagogy and approach to teaching creative writing is 

indeed creative at all. 
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